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5 a Harry F. ByrD, in a statement released last year in connection with the introduc- 
tion of his resolution providing for a General Expenditure Authorization bill said in part: 


“Congress has lost control over Federal expenditures, and it acts on spending legislation 
without providing itself with means of know- Sn ie ne 


ing whether it is creating deficit or surplus.’ 


I am sure most serious students of the problem 
of adequate Federal fiscal controls are in complete 
agreement with this view, but few have stated it as 
authoritatively or as well as the Senator from Virginia. 


Sen. Byrd’s bald statement 
means little unless we under- 
stand why Congress has lost 
control over Federal spending. 
The most important reasons, 
however, may be briefly sum- 
marized as follows: 


1. Congress takes individual 
action on each appropriation 
bill. It does not bring the total 
together for consideration as 
a whole and does not relate 
its appropriation actions to 
current revenue estimates; 
2. Congress frequently cir- 
cumvents its own appropria- 


’ 


tion process by providing for expenditures from public 


debt receipts — popularly referred to as “back door 


This Issue In Brief 


One of the reasons Congress has lost 
control over Federal spending says Mr. 
Brasfield in this Review, is that it does not 
“deal directly with the question of annual 
expenditures . . . instead, it legislates in 
terms of new authority to incur obliga- 
tions.” 


He notes that in the new, 1961 budget, 
new spending authority requested was 


$79.4 billion, while total authority avail- 
able for spending is shown as $151.2 bil- 
lion, “which means a carryover from fiscal 
1960 of about $72 billion.” Thus, he says, 
the carryover authority is about 90 percent 
as great as the new spending authority 
being acted upon by Congress. 


Asserting that “there must be some dis- 
cipline exercised over this vast accumula- 
tion of spending authority to avoid chaos,” 
Mr. Brasfield offers some suggestions for 
better fiscal controls. 





spending;” 3. Congress does not deal directly with the 
question of annual expenditures — nothwithstanding 
the fact that expenditures versus receipts is the test 
for measuring the annual Federal budget surplus or 


deficit. Instead, Congress leg- 
islates in terms of new author- 
ity to incur obligations. 


This last point, namely, the 
preoccupation of Congress 
with new authority and its in- 
effectiveness in dealing with 
expenditures from authority 
previously granted, is worthy 
of further exploration. 


The significance of this 
“head in the sand” or “leave 
it to the Executive Branch” 
approach regarding carryover 
spending authority can best 
be measured by a look at the 
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proposed fiscal 1961 Federal budget. New authority 
requested amounted to $79.4 billion. Total authority 
for spending is shown in the budget as $151.2 billion, 
which means a carryover from 1960 of about $72 
billion. 

Thus, the carryover authority is about 90 percent 
as great as the new authority being acted upon by the 
Congress. But it certainly does not get 90 percent as 
much attention. In fact, it gets relatively little for the 
most part. 


Now it is logical to ask—“Is this carryover a tem- 
porary thing? Is it being brought under legislative 
control?” 


The answer is a resounding “No!” The carryover 
fluctuates a little from year to year but the amount 
has been of this same general magnitude for years. 
So many years in fact, that it has become accepted as 
a respectable member of our society. 


This leads to another question: “Is such a carry- 
over of previous spending authority really necessary?” 
The answer is “Yes, to some extent.” For the long 
leadtime situations, such as procurement of military 
hardware, there has always been and there needs to 
be some type of carryover authority. 


Whether we call it an appropriation or whether we 
label it contract authority, it is in fact the same ani- 
mal. But, this is all the more reason why Congress 
should assume responsibility for setting annual con- 
trols over expenditures from such authority. 


The $72 billion carryover contemplated in the 1961 
budget breaks down as follows: 


1. $5.9 billion will be in revolving funds which 
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Proposed Federal Budget 
Authorizations and Expenditures 
Fiscal Year 1961 


(in millions $) 


Balance Brought Forward, 
Beginning of Year 


Obligated 
Unobligated 
Less Expired Accounts 


79,415 
Current . 68,775 
Permanent 10,641 

TOTAL AVAILABLE FOR EXPENDITURE... .151,236 


Expenditure 79,816 
Balance Carried Forward, End of Year 70,766 


Obligated 
Unobligated 30,378 


Balances No Longer Available for Obligation 654 


New Obligational Authority 





receive a minimum of consideration in the ap- 
propriation process. 


2. $24.5 billion will be in authorizations to spend 
from public debt receipts. These receive even 
less attention. 


. $39.7 billion will be in carried over appropria- 
tions. Of that amount, $8.5 billion will not be 
obligated. The unobligated portion in Defense 
alone is about equal to total budget expenditures 
in 1938. 


5 


4. $1.7 billion will be in carried over contract 
authority. 


Obviously, there must be some discipline exercised 
over this vast accumulation of spending authority to 
avoid chaos. Fortunately, the Executive Branch has 
attacked this problem in recent years. It is fair to 
say, in my opinion, that the present Director of the 
Bureau of the Budget through informal means is doing 
quite well in terms of the problem he faces. 


But, should such an important problem be left 
to the courage and influence of the Director of the 





A 








TAX REVIEW, MARCH 1960 





Bureau or should Congress face up to the responsi- 
bility of “calling the shots” on the annual use of spend- 
ing authority? To do less is to say that Congress is 
unwilling to accept responsibility for the budget sur- 
plus or deficit. 


For this same reason, Congressional action on the 
debt ceiling has largely lost its significance other than 
as a vehicle to emphasize the impotence of Congres- 
sional control over expenditures, the valiant efforts of 
a few members of Congress notwithstanding. You 
cannot win this war by waiting until after the battle 
is Over to assert control and this is the situation on 
Congressional control over annual expenditures today. 


What is the answer? In the minds of many students 
of the problem, the first practical step would be to 
enact a series of proposals now before Congress. The 
more significant of these are enumerated below: 


1. Avoid back door spending by requiring appropri- 
ation action. H.Res. 161, by Rep. Smith (D-Va.) 


Following Mr. Brasfield’s address to the National 
Taxpayers Conference, the organization, composed 
of 37 independent state taxpayer organizations con- 
firmed resolutions on Federal fiscal procedures 
passed last year by two regional meetings of state 
taxpayer groups. 


The Middle States Taxpayers Conference, held in 
Chicago in July, and the Western States Taxpayers 
Conference held in Santa Fe in October, unani- 
mously approved the following statement relative to 
Federal fiscal procedures: 


“Whereas a tight lid must be clamped on Federal 
spending to avoid further inflationary budget deficits 
and to enhance prospects of early tax reductions and 


“Whereas effective annual control over Federal 
spending and debt is seriously hampered by inade- 
quate Congressional fiscal procedures and practices 
as follows: 


“1. Congress annually passes a dozen or more sep- 
arate appropriation bills in ‘piecemeal’ process. No 
individual bill is related to the cost of the others or 
to total expenditures, or to anticipated revenues, or 
its effect on the national debt. 


“2. Congress in recent years has avoided the ap- 
propriation process by directly authorizing with- 
drawal of funds from the Treasury and by authoriz- 
ing contracts requiring future provision of funds. 
These types of ‘back-door’ financing prevent ade- 
quate control of expenditures by the Federal Appro- 
priations Committees. 


2. Consolidate appropriation actions in one bill, or 
two at the most; provide for annual expenditure 
control; and, require concurrent consideration of 
current revenue estimates—S.Con.Res. 16, by 
Sen. Byrd and 31 others. 


There are still other actions which would contrib- 
ute to the objective sought. For example, a full fund- 
ing of projects could be further emphasized to flush 
out the ultimate cost of proposed projects but unless 
accompanied by annual expenditure controls the end 
result is limited. And, by no means is full funding a 
substitute for annual expenditure controls. Providing 
for an item veto by the President is another desirable 


reform long advocated. 


As a longer range contribution to improved prac- 
tices, it has been suggested that a research and plan- 
ning type of effort on expenditures be established to 
parallel the efforts of the highly-regarded staff of the 
Joint Committee on Internal Revenue Taxation. This 


“3. Congress has no procedure to set annual limits 
on spending. Its own committee reports concede a 
lack of knowledge of total annual spending as a 
result of their authorizations until the Budget Bureau 
publishes its review after Congress has adjourned. 

“Whereas the (Western States Taxpayers Confer- 
ence and the Middle States Taxpayers Conference ) 
believe that better Congressional procedures are 
essential to any long-term control over runaway 
Federal spending 

“Whereas there are now in Congress a score or 
more of important bills which seek to remedy faulty 
fiscal procedures 

“Be it Resolved: 

“That Congress act at once to put all expenditure 
authorizations in a single frame and relate them 
annually to revenues for the purpose of assuring 
an over-all annual fiscal policy on spending, taxes 
and debt. 

“That Congress at once end practices of ‘back 
door’ financing which circumvent the appropriations 
process. 

“That the members of (the Middle States Tax- 
payers Conference, the Western States Taxpayers 
Conference) vigorously support, in their respective 
states, public understanding and support for im- 
proved Congressional control of spending. 

“That the National Taxpayers Conference, with its 
37 state taxpayer organizations and affiliated local 
groups, be urged to adopt similar action at the earli- 
est possible moment.” 
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The Joint Committee on Reduction of Non- 
essential Federal Expenditures (Byrd Commit- 
tee) was created by Section 601 of the Revenue 
Act of 1941. 


The committee was given the task of making 
a“... full and complete study and investigation 
of all expenditures of the Federal government 
with a view to recommending the elimination or 
reduction of all such expenditures deemed by 
the committee to be nonessential.” 


Authority to hold hearings, employ staff as- 
sistance, subpoena witnesses and utilize the serv- 
ices, facilities and personnel of Federal agencies 
and departments was given to the committee. 


,@pproach would not seek to replace or impinge upon 
; present appropriation processes. Rather it could 


' ¢ supplement present processes by making facts avail- 


able in advance of Congressional action on a long 
range consistent basis that would place in perspective 
what we have spent as well as what we are spending 
on programs such as housing, foreign aid, public 
power, farm programs, etc. 
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There is a suitable existing vehicle for such an 
effort. It is the Joint Committee on Reduction of Non- 
essential Federal Expenditures which has functioned 
for years in a more limited field under the leadership 
of Senator Byrd. Its membership is sufficiently broad 
to accomplish the purposes contemplated. Included 
are, in addition to the Secretary of the Treasury and 
the Director of the Bureau of the Budget, three mem- 
bers each from the House Ways and Means Com- 
mittee, House Appropriations Committee, Senate 
Finance Committee and Senate Appropriations Com- 
mittee. 


However, this suggestion contemplates a much 
broader scope for the functions of this committee. 
Unless some such vehicle is established, it seems 
doubtful that the sober, reflective and consistent pres- 
sures required to resist the creeping increases inherent 
in all spending programs will ever be generated. Ex- 
perience has demonstrated that it is not realistic to 
expect such an approach in the tension-charged at- 
mosphere which inevitably permeates the annual ap- 
propriation cycle. 
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